AS  ADMINISTRATOR

yesterday could be his critics of to-day. How would this
terrible upsetter of Cabinets act as a Minister himself ? That
was what all the world waited with impatience to see. They
had not days, but only hours to wait.

That was the time when, M. Delcasse having been forced to
resign from the Foreign Office, almost, it may be said, at the
dictation of Germany, the Morocco affair was still in a very-
dangerous condition, threatening the peace of France and of
Europe. But even the critical negotiations at Algeciras were
for the moment overshadowed by a terrific colliery disaster
in the Courrieres-Lens district, causing the death of more
miners than had ever been killed before by a similar catas-
trophe. This horrible incident occurred but a few days before
Clemenceau became Minister of the Interior, and it fell within
the immediate sphere of his official duties.

The mines where the accident occurred had long been regarded
as very dangerous, fire-damp being known to pervade them
from time to time, and the miners throughout the coal regions
had long held that the owners had never taken proper pre-
cautions to ensure the safety of the men. They went down
the pits day after day, not only to work on very difficult
and narrow seams, but at the hourly risk of their lives. Owing
to the great social and political influence of the mine-owners
it was practically impossible to get anything done, and the
general treatment of the men employed was worse than is usual
even in those districts in our own and other countries where
coal magnates are masters. The pitmen under such conditions
were less cared for and more harshly treated than animals,
probably because they were less costly and could be more
easily replaced.

Three days before the main explosion there had been an
outburst of fire-damp at a smell adjacent mine, whose workings
were in direct communication with the larger pits. This alone
ought to have been taken as a serious warning to the engineers
in control. But markets were good, coal was in great demand,
the " hands " w&re there to take risks. So titus minor difficulty
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